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Abstract 
This paper explores how the effective use of performance management systems (PMS) essentialises 
collective identities through the use of textual performances. The discursive effect of PMS operates to 
simplify members’ logic to allow them to understand and negotiate the complex nature of collective 
performance. Two case studies, drawing on a qualitative study of the implementation of PMS in two 
public sector organisations, point to the unique contribution of symbolic effects of one popular PMS, 
the balanced scorecard (BSC). 
Findings suggest that the BSC—visualising the trajectory of achieving organisational vision through 
multiple perspectives, measures and linkages—is a valuable identity product to achieve 
organisational success. The case studies also provide an analysis that contrasts aspects of the 
diffusion and promotion of collective identities through the use of the BSC. This demonstrates that 
clear direction in the identity management process is an important factor in the design and 
implementation of successful PMS programs. The value of this paper is to heighten recognition of the 
symbolic agency of PMS, as it serves as a subtle mechanism for identity management, and also to 
foster the collaboration of communication specialists and management accountants to achieve 
common organisational goals.  
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Introduction 
Identity management has become one of the approaches taken by organisational leaders to 
organisational self-discovery, seeking to develop effective mechanisms to create unity between 
organisations and member identity. In seeking to continuously regulate identity, visual symbols have 
been valued to communicate and essentialise collective identities (Christensen & Cheney, 2000; 
Glynn, 2000). Thus, visual symbols, as discursive agents, play a key role in identity construction 
processes (Cheney, Christensen, Zorn, & Ganesh, 2004; Tompkins & Cheney, 1985). Identity scholars 
(Balmer & Greyser, 2003; Van Riel & Fombrun, 2007) further suggest that effective use of symbols 
create a positive organisational image and reputation, and simultaneously help members to align 
their work with the organisation’s vision and goals. 
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 From a different trajectory, the management accounting literature similarly claims that many PMS 
now incorporate not only financial but various soft non-financial measures to reflect and visualise 
multiple aspects of organisational life (Atkinson et al., 1997; Neely & Najjar, 2002). Organisations 
variously use integrated performance management systems (PMS) to quantify multiple aspects of 
organisational life and so maintain the on-going formalised process of collective self-reflection. 
To explore these dynamics, this paper reviews both identity and management accounting literature 
searching for the symbolic and communicative effects of PMS. This includes their role as textual 
agents (Cooren, 2004). Scholars argue that these discursive forms are important agents that act to 
make meanings stable across time and space (Cooren, 2004, p. 388; Smith, 2001). The paper argues 
that visual symbols, such as those used in PMS, have the power to essentialise and simplify an 
otherwise complex set of meanings and performance to help individuals establish collective 
identities with the organisation. To illustrate the argument, this paper uses one of the popular PMS, 
the balanced scorecard (BSC) developed in two public sector organisations as empirical evidence of 
these effects. The effective use of the BSC directly reflecting and confirming organisational symbols 
and premises provides sensegiving effects to members to encourage them to accept the desired 
direction embedded in the BSC of the case study organisations. 
This paper is thus presented in the following order. The first section provides the theoretical 
background to map the concept of identity products, and how the BSC regulates these identity 
products. The second section explains the methodological choices employed in the study and the 
background of the case study organisations. The third section presents the findings and analysis of 
the communicative role of visual symbols of the BSC to regulate collective identities. The final 
section then draws conclusions about significance and practical implications of these findings.  
 
Theoretical background 
Integrated model: Identity products  
Various schools of thought such as graphic design, corporate communication, marketing, and 
organisational behaviour extensively discuss identities in the organisational context, using the term 
corporate or organisational identity (Ashforth & Mael, 1996; Balmer & Greyser, 2006; Gioia, 1998; 
Whetten & Godfrey, 1998). The growing body of identity studies are derived from differing 
ontological and epistemological views, but now emphasise the value of taking an integrated view on 
the representation, formation and assimilation of identities leveraging their various and diverse 
theoretical strengths (Cornelissen, Haslam, & Balmer, 2007; Vella & Melewar, 2008).  
Responding to the trend, Cornelissen, Haslam and Balmer (2007) have introduced a multi-
disciplinary identity model of “products”, “patternings”, and “processes”. Connecting micro and 
macro levels of identity phenomena and processes, this model provides a new insight by marrying 
separate traditions of corporate, organisational and social identity studies. This approach is explored 
in a recent doctoral thesis of one of the authors of this paper. Within this broad re-conceptualisation 
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of identity using the Cornelissen, Haslam and Balmer model, this paper focuses on the symbolic 
aspects of identity products in order to investigate the visual role of PMS. According to Cornelissen 
et al (2007), an identity product is “materials and artifacts, tangible content and structure, concrete 
instantiations of single identity, and perceptions and reactions of powerful stakeholders” (p. 4). 
The concept of identity products is commonly explained through the study of corporate identity that 
represents the external symbolic manifestation and communication of identity, vision and strategy 
(Cornelissen & Elving, 2003; Van Riel & Fombrun, 2007). Corporate identity can be explained as 
“strategically planned and operationally applied internal and external self-representation” (Birkigt & 
Stadler, 1986). This latter conceptualisation is based on an agreed organisational philosophy enacted 
by behaviour, communication and symbolism (Van Riel, 1995).  
In addition, the importance of identity products has been highlighted in an on-going way in 
organisational identity literature (Glynn & Abzug, 2002; Pratt & Rafaeli, 1997; Rafaeli & Pratt, 1993). 
Identity products are one of the most obtrusive ways of regulating identity, as organisations 
essentialise themselves “through immediately recognisable symbols” (Christensen & Cheney, 2000, 
p. 249). For example, Glynn and Abzug’s (2002, p. 45) study on name changes of 1,600 organisations 
suggests that “institutional conformity shapes organisational identities” and “symbolic isomorphism” 
supports legitimacy. Pratt and Rafaeli (1997) also emphasise that a symbol, as a sensemaking 
vehicle, regulates ideological contradictions and helps organisational sub-groups manage internal 
inconsistencies. Therefore, organisational members use symbols to represent collective identities, 
and communicate and make sense of the relationship between themselves and their collectives 
(Mumby, 1988).  
Overall, the review of identity literature suggests that identity products reflecting organisational 
symbols and desired identity directions can support members to communicate and establish 
collective identities. The next section then explores the management accounting literature to 
provide a parallel view on this aspect in the application of the BSC as an identity product. 
Performance management systems: The BSC as identity products 
The development of PMS has been revolutionary over the last 20 years (Kennerley & Neely, 2002). 
Within this period, Kaplan and Norton’s BSC (1992) has been recognised as one of the most 
influential integrated PMS. Kaplan and Norton (1996) explain that the BSC is not only a performance 
measurement tool but a strategic management system to translate an organisation’s mission and 
strategy into a comprehensive set of performance measures. Performance measures are mapped 
under four perspectives: financial, customer, internal process, and learning and growth. The authors 
claim that the BSC “aligns the organisation to strategy”, “motivates to make strategy everyone’s 
job”, and “governs to make strategy a continual process” (Kaplan & Norton, 2008, p.1). In doing so, 
the management accounting literature also highlights the symbolic and communicative effects of the 
BSC in managing organisational performance.  
For instance, Bovaird and Gregory (1996) argue that the performance measurement initiatives in the 
U.K. public sector have had an enormous symbolic effect, resulting in an image of efficient and 
effective government. Performance measurement similarly has symbolic effects when presenting 
 4 
 
symbolic figures through a set of prescribed indicators (De Haas & Kleingeld, 1999, p. 234). 
Additionally, Butler, Letza and Neale (1997) point out that a BSC showing all strategies on one-page 
generates considerable symbolic impact and economy in the dissemination of data. The simplified 
strategy map and scorecard hierarchy have a visual effect by showing the cause-effect relationships 
of multiple perspectives and the alignment of multi-layer organisations (Kaplan & Norton, 2008)—
providing a symbolic map in members’ thinking (Fiol & Huff, 1992). Research on the symbolic effects 
of the BSC, from a management accounting perspective, opens up the discussions on the multi-
directional impacts of management control systems. It suggests that the BSC has potential to 
systemically mediate the identity construction process. In turn, the BSC itself can potentially become 
an identity product that mediates identity patternings and identification processes.   
However, many scholars question the limitations of BSC and argue that its use raises many dilemmas 
(Edenius & Hasselbladh, 2002; Johanson, Skoog, Backlund, & Almqvist, 2006; Norreklit, 2000; 
Wehmeier, 2006). For example, Wehmeier (2006, p. 218) acknowledges that organisations can use 
BSCs as a communication tool to gain “societal legitimacy” as a rational instrument. However, the 
BSC has limitations in quantifying and visualising such largely qualitative areas within a complex and 
dynamic public sphere in one page (Wehmeier, 2006). Edenius and Hasselbladh (2002, p. 251) also 
argue that the BSC, highly tied to figures, stimulates “instrumental-thinking”, replacing “everyday 
reflection” and acts as a kind of “strait jacket”. The implementation of the top-down BSC and “one-
size-fits-all” problems further generate dilemmas about how to foster employee mobilisation 
(Johanson, et al., 2006). These arguments imply that the BSC is ineffective to visualise the 
distinctiveness of multiple identities existing in an organisation and to engage employees in a 
reflective way. 
As such, the evidence from scholarly work provides conflicting opinions on the visual effects of BSC 
in regulating collective identities. However, ironically, the criticisms around logical limitations and 
instrumental-thinking stimulus draw attention to the potential role of visual symbols as identity 
products. It is here that the literature provides a starting point to identify the role of the BSC in 
regulating identity products. The next section explains the methodological choices made in this 
paper and provides a brief overview of two case study organisations.  
 
Methodology 
Data collection and analysis techniques 
This study adopts a qualitative approach using multiple case studies and ethnographic techniques. 
This qualitative approach offers a broad and holistic view by connecting multiple paradigms, 
concepts, cases, methods and analytical strategies (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Drawing on the 
functionalist and interpretivist paradigms, this study uses organisational documents and interviews 
as the main methods of investigation, and participant observation as a secondary method for the 
period from 2003 to 2008.  
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Firstly, as part of a larger doctoral study, one of the authors was professionally positioned inside the 
organisation. This enabled observations of numerous organisational documents for the seven year 
period. The organisational documents were categorised by case organisations and then identity 
products (e.g. business plan, communication framework and annual reports) and BSC products (e.g. 
BSC framework, data dictionary, templates and performance reports) by each calendar year. The 
relevant document contents were used to describe identity management and BSC practices in each 
case and the reporting of the organisational practice section. This method allowed the researchers 
to understand, first hand, communicated and desired identities, and tangible BSC measures and 
performance data from the functional perspective.  
Secondly, forty-one semi-structured interviews across the two organisations were conducted during 
the pilot study in 2006 and the main study in 2008. Using a qualitative software program NVivo, a 
hybrid approach has been applied in interview data analysis, acknowledging both theoretical 
guidance and empirical flexibility (Marshall & Rossman, 1995; Miles & Huberman, 1994). First we 
performed “open coding” to understand data and second “priori coding” guided by the types of 
integrated identity model used as the theoretical framework (Cornelissen, et al., 2007). Then, we 
reviewed the two sets of codes and the literature again, to identify emergent themes, which become 
a key source of identifying connecting and contracting aspects. Specifically, it allowed the 
researchers to understand members’ perceptions on competing multiple identities and the dynamic 
use of the BSC from the interpretivist perspective. 
Thirdly, participant observation supported the researcher in understanding research problems, as 
“unobtrusive observer” (Evered & Louis, 2005, p. 92). Performing the role of both engaged 
participant and objective detachment (Tedlock, 2003, p. 180), one of the researchers was constantly 
positioned as an insider as well as an outsider of the study organisations. As an insider working in 
SSP1, the researcher participated in numerous performance measures and identity-making activities 
(Evered & Louis, 1981), but had little control over a large organisational setting. On the other hand, 
the researcher took the role of outsider. Firstly, salient points of informal identity decisions and key 
performance measurement activities were captured in the field notes, which are categorised by date 
and description of the activities and meaning reflection. The researcher also recorded a column of 
theoretical categories linked to the guiding research questions, such as identity, BSC, vision, 
structure, symbol, communication and behaviour. Secondly, the researcher used the theoretical 
framework in observing and interpreting the contextual meanings of day-to-day activities, distant 
from the lenses of the insider. Thirdly, the researcher is the outsider to the second case study 
organisation, and the outsider position has allowed for a more attuned mind in reviewing identity 
products. Overall, this method allowed the researchers to capture both functional activities and 
reflective interpretation in the field notes, and to validate internal documents and interview data. 
By combining data analysis, the triangulation of the three methods was performed to add rigor and 
depth to the qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Figure 1 illustrates bracketing and 
interplay analysis techniques adopted in this paper, to highlight connecting and contracting aspects 
across the paradigms and cases (Lewis & Grimes, 1999; Schultz & Hatch, 1996). To substantiate the 
bracketing and interplay, each aspect contains the two sub-sections of findings: (1) The reporting of 
organisational practices and (2) Managers’ responses. 
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Paradigms/cases Case 1 Case 2 
Reporting of organisational 
practices  (from functional 
perspectives using organisational 
documents and fields notes of 
activities) 
  
Managers’ responses 
(from interpretive perspectives 
using interviews and field notes 
of meanings) 
  
Figure 1: Data analysis strategies of bracketing and interplay used in this paper 
Case organisations 
The two case organisations (SSP1 and SSP2) are shared service providers structured in a large state 
government (Department X) in Australia. Although the two organisations were structured under the 
same Department, shifting their focus from bureaucratic to private-like, the two organisations 
showed contrasting aspects in organisational environments, identity direction and the use of the 
BSC. Table 1 provides the comparison.  
Table 1: Comparison of business environment, identity direction and the use of the BSC 
Area SSP1 SSP2 
Business 
environment 
• A large and dynamic environment 
• High velocity existed from 2003 to 
2008 
• A small and stable environment 
• Low velocity existed since 1997 
Identity 
direction 
• Diffused, unclear SSP1 and 
conflicting multiple identities  
• Clear desired identity direction 
targeting SSP2  
Use of the 
BSC 
• Initiated by the external 
regulation of the Initiative, 
developing a standard BSC with 
other SSPs 
• BSC promoted to managers only  
• Developed by internal regulation 
of SSP2 managers, reflecting their 
unique business 
• BSC promoted to all internal and 
external stakeholders 
For instance, SSP1 was created by the large state government Initiative in 2003, and more than 700 
employees from six corporate service branches were transferred from the Department X to the 
SSP1. The identity direction in Department X had been set to diffuse the new organisational identity 
(SSP1) to minimise the impact of the large organisational change. On the other hand, SSP2, with less 
 
Connections 
Contrasts 
Interplay 
Bracketing 
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than 100 employees, had been a well-established entity since 1997. It was merged into Department 
X due to a state government restructure in 2003. SSP2 services multiple small agencies in and 
outside of Department X and is not part of the Initiative. Through 12 years experience as a self-
funding organisation servicing multiple clients, the private-like nature of business was reflected in 
management style and managers’ and employees’ behaviour.  
Interestingly, both organisations developed their BSC via different influences and used the BSC in 
different ways. SSP1 was required to develop a standard BSC with other shared service providers 
within the government entity under the Initiative policy. Further, it was not actively promoted to 
members due to the “diffusion” strategy on the new identity (SSP1) by senior management. On the 
other hand, SSP2 initiated the BSC through its own organisational needs and actively used its BSC to 
promote the SSP2 to internal and external stakeholders.  
 
Findings and analysis: Using the BSC as identity product of visual 
symbol 
Data collected from organisational documents, interview and participant observation in two cases 
illustrate both connecting and contrasting aspects of the use and actions of textual performance of 
the BSC as identity products.  
Connection: Customisation of the BSC as identity products 
The reporting of organisational practices 
The symbolic presentations of the SSP1 BSC were varied across the policy documents, promotional 
materials, and planning and reporting templates they used. However, one common feature was a 
simple one page summary of the BSC that brought together the desirable essential features of the 
collective identity. First, SSP1 used the table format to categorise four perspectives, objectives, 
measures and strategies, and displayed mission, vision and value on top (See Figure 2).  
 
SSP1 business plan strategy map 2007/2008 
Mission  
Vision  
Value 
Areas Objectives Measures  Strategies 
Capability    
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Improvement    
Customer    
Benefits    
Figure 2: The visual layout of the SSP1 BSC 
This formalised organisationally traditional looking textual performance, using the vertical and 
horizontal axes, suggests the clear and objective relationships between action and outcomes. 
Further, SSP1 used the standardised data collection and the BSC reporting templates of the broader 
state government Initiative, established in 2003, together with other state government providers. 
The annual performance report summarised their success under the four perspectives branded with 
the graphic image of the Initiative. Overall, SSP1 mostly used the same visual presentation of the BSC 
as that of the Initiative, which heightened the strong alignment to the Initiative, away from their 
former Department X. By comparison, SSP2 designed its own unique BSC, including organisational 
symbols, name graphic, vision, values and strategies. The visual layout of the SSP2 BSC is illustrated 
in Figure 3.  
  
 
  
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: The visual layout of the SSP2 BSC 
The unique SSP2 logo developed in 1992 was replaced by the standard state government logo on 
outwardly focused texts in 2000. However, the customised version was later reinstated in the SSP2 
BSC as an internal symbol. As a textual agent, it acted to symbolise the unique spirit of the 
organisation. On the one page BSC, it was positioned in the middle, encompassing the SSP2 vision. 
The SSP2 BSC also displayed the values of organisation at the top of the page, as well as the state 
government logo, and the names of the state government, Department X and SSP2 at the bottom of 
the page. The six perspectives were not visually linked, but were colour coordinated across the 
planning and reporting documents. This visual layout became very important as SSP2 used their 
visual symbols to identify both who they were and what they did. The layout also acted as agent to 
provide a stable representation of the identity across time as many other changes occurred in their 
SSP2 name graphic logo  SSP2 values 
State 
government 
logo 
Name (State government) 
Name (Department X) 
Name (SSP2)  
Internal 
symbol 
encompassing 
SSP2 vision 
Perspective 1 
Strategies and goals 
Perspective 2 
Strategies and goals 
 
Perspective 3 
Strategies and goals 
 
Perspective 6 
Strategies and goals 
 
Perspective 5 
Strategies and goals 
 
Perspective 4 
Strategies and goals 
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shared services provider. The SSP2 BSC was also actively promoted by managers to internal and 
external stakeholders to market the qualities of their business. 
Overall, both SSP1 and SSP2 produced, used and were acted upon by their unique visual 
presentations of the BSC. This highlights the flexibility of the BSC presentation to incorporate 
internal and external symbols, names, and desired organisational premises—such as visions and 
values. It clearly suggests that the SSP BSCs are an important visual symbol, expressing collective 
identities and desirable organisational premises. As such, they are important identity products. 
Managers’ responses 
Similarly, managers’ responses support the communicative effects of visual presentation of the BSC. 
For instance, SSP1 managers mentioned the symbolic effects of the BSC framework in categorising 
measures under the distinct four perspectives. The simple and easy format in one page increased 
comparability of data, showing target and actual results at horizontal and vertical BSCs. It suggests 
that the BSC itself has symbolic effects in visualising organisational performance. 
I’m a big believer in putting things like the BSC. That’s simple to understand. It’s just easier to 
pick the differences. (E07) 
It fits one page. Everyone likes that. (M02) 
I like the table. It's very clear. It's got the capabilities or your KPI down on the left hand side 
and then it's got, depending on where you are, on the right hand side of that and how you're 
tracking. (E25) 
SSP1 managers also claimed that the incorporation of symbols into the BSC would be effective to 
create and communicate an identity in terms of visualising the pathway to achieving the vision. 
I think having something visual logo attached to anything that you work on is one of the 
strategies, because that creates branding or an identity for you. I think incorporating that 
into your BSC is an effective tool to use, to communicate identity in terms of clarifying your 
vision. (E29)  
However, under the same framework, a visual customisation of the BSC to reflect their own 
identities and the dressing up of the BSC to appeal to relevant audiences was supported, as long as it 
did not impede the comparability of data among multiple identities. 
I think you can populate the BSC to reflect your own identity, but the framework has to be the 
same because it is actually to create a benchmark. So you need enough customisation. They 
should be able to dress it up in a way where it appeals to their own audience. (M03) 
Likewise, the SSP2 managers acknowledged that visualising the abolished internal symbol might be 
against the corporate identity regulations of the state government and Department X. However, the 
internal symbol encompassing their vision in the BSC heightened SSP2’s distinctiveness and visibility. 
It was intended to foster members to identify with SSP2 and to build the ownership of the data, 
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contents and layout. Therefore, the unique symbolic representation of the SSP2 BSC strengthened 
the SSP2 identity in a simple and purposeful way. This reflected the power of top-down sensegiving.  
We went back and used the old logo in the centre, because there are a number of people that 
have been here for a long time and they identify with that symbol. Not only do people own 
the BSC, or the content within the business plan, but also identify with the layout of the 
symbol that's used there. (E40) 
It was used by SSP2 years ago and they discontinued. I thought, no let us use it again. To us, 
this is a bit of an internal symbol, not for our clients. ..... probably a little bit breaking the 
rules, but it does give us a bit of identity. (M06) 
In summary, both “the reporting of organisational practices” and “managers’ responses” support 
that the visual customisation of the BSC, directly reflecting visual identity and organisational 
premises helped members to clarify collective identities. While preserving data comparability over 
time, the presentation of the text essentialised distinctiveness, visibility, relativity and manageability 
of collective identities (SSP1 and SSP2) in symbolic terms.  
Connection: Symbolic effects of intuitive relationship of performance measures 
The reporting of organisational practices 
Similar to the BSC theory, the alternative visual layout of the SSP1 BSC, developed in 2003, shows 
four perspectives, ten measures, and their cause and effect relationships from the capability to the 
financial benefits (See Figure 4). According to the policy documentation, this layout is intended to 
show “intuitive relationships” to internal and external stakeholders, although those relationships 
were not statistically proven. On the other hand, as demonstrated in Figure 3, the SSP2 did not show 
cause and effect relationship, but symbolised the balanced view of equally valuing all six 
perspectives. 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: The alternative visual layout of the SSP1 BSC 
Managers’ responses 
SSP1 managers also claimed that the incorporation of cause and effect relationships into the BSC 
would be effective to create and communicate desired collective performance. The sensegiving 
Capability 
   
  
  
   
Improvement 
Customer 
Benefit 
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effect of the BSC visuals supported members to draw conclusions about the linkages between 
measures and their capability to achieve financial benefits, without managers telling them.  
The strategy map is very useful. It's starting with the capability at the bottom, and then you 
build on that and work your way up. The goal is obvious if you achieve those Benefits. That is 
described in a user-friendly way. (E30) 
For example, you've drawn here that staff satisfaction leads to improvement in service cost. 
You're leading someone to think that but not even telling them how or why. (E26) 
Although the SSP2 BSC does not show the causal linkage, one SSP2 manager (E39) used the cause 
and effect relationships, suggested in the rationale of the BSC theory, to interpret their employees’ 
behaviour. The visual effects of the BSC subtly provided sensemaking effects about “how we work” 
and supporting the evolving characteristics of collective “efficiency”. 
Employee behaviour, things like response times, ..... If I think about it you've got the 
structured processes and learning and development, then you've got the feedback from the 
client. We've worked out efficiencies, and we really do understand how we work....... This 
proves in employee behaviours. (E39) 
Overall, managers across the cases acknowledged the symbolic effects of the BSC in showing the 
casual linkages of multiple measures. They suggested that it subtly influenced members to 
understand the causal linkages of the perspectives towards vision, “not even telling them”. In other 
words, the visual of the BSC guided and simplified the complex performance dimensions and their 
relationships that represent collective identities.  
Contrast: Diffusion or promotion of collective identities using the BSC 
The reporting of organisational practices 
Examples of the identity products used in both organisations are the SSP BSCs themselves, 
performance reports, annual achievement brochures and feedback materials to members and 
external stakeholders. The BSC communication as a macro top-down guidance achieved sensegiving 
effects by challenging members to think about themselves and their organisations as the service 
providers and to accept the importance of the SSP1 and SSP2 in realising the benefits to the state. 
However, SSP1 did not actively promote the BSC and numerous materials, due to the “diffusion” 
strategy of only lightly emphasising the collective identity (Christensen & Cheney, 2000) set by senior 
management. It was intended to minimise the impact of required identity shift from a public service 
culture to private-like service provider (M03). On the other hand, SSP2 managers actively utilised the 
symbolic effects of the BSC, incorporating organisational premises and symbols. Examples are 
displaying the SSP2 BSC on the walls of the offices, publishing the SSP2 BSC on intranet and internet, 
and promoted to clients in marketing sessions. 
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Managers’ responses 
Most SSP1 managers expressed their dilemma as the SSP1 currently used the BSC as the process, 
without active promotion as a symbolic representation. Further, one manager (E37) explained that 
the reason for this was that managers didn’t have enough knowledge or confidence to use the BSC 
as an organisational symbol. Therefore, the lack of knowledge and the diffusion of SSP1 limited 
managers to use the SSP1 BSC only as a visual identity product.  
I certainly haven't used it in that way at the moment. I use it more as an internal 
management tool. (E33) 
Further, one SSP1 manager warned that the BSC might not be an effective communication tool, as 
communication needed a variety of methods to get attention. Using the BSC with repetitive 
measures in a standard visual format could be perceived as stale.  
It just gets stale. People will engage more if you use variety and you need variety in 
communication. (E26) 
On the other hand, the SSP2 director acknowledged that he intended to foster members to identify 
with SSP2 and to build the ownership of the SSP2 BSC. Therefore, the promotion of “not complex” 
and “purposeful” representation of the SSP2 BSC strengthened the SSP2 identity in a simple way. 
This reflected the power of top-down sensegiving.  
I think the means to improve something like, this is simplicity, it is not complex, but 
purposeful. (M06) 
Therefore, although organisational documents and field notes identified various BSC presentations 
and promotional materials, SSP1 limited its use of the symbolic effects due to the identity diffusion, 
the lack of communication, and little knowledge of and confidence in using the BSC. A variety of 
communication methods was required to avoid stale image of collectives, potentially projected 
through the “straight jacket” of the BSC format. By contrast, the symbolic presentation of the SSP2 
BSC, as sensegiving, strengthened the SSP2 identity. Both as a tool and textual performance, it 
contributed to guiding members and customers, through sensemaking processes, to identify with 
SSP2 in a broad institutional environment. 
 
Conclusion 
This paper responds to the theoretical integration of various domains surrounding identity theory, 
and further extends the research boundary to integrate the field of management accounting. This 
approach underpins an understanding of the effective use of PMS as identity products in this paper. 
Providing a parallel review on regulating identity products from both literatures highlights the 
strength of each perspective and this newly developed streamlined approach to identity and 
performance management. The approach highlights salient identity issues intertwined with another 
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structure, PMS. In its incarnation as a BSC, the PMS acts as a visual enabler of collective 
sensemaking.  
Valuing the importance of visual symbols (Christensen, Morsing, & Cheney, 2008; Glynn & Abzug, 
2002) and the symbolic effects of the BSC (Bovaird & Gregory, 1996; Butler, et al., 1997), the analysis 
demonstrates the critical role of the BSC that incorporates organisational symbols and premises and 
then becomes “purposeful” identity products. The BSC subtly guided both SSP1 and SSP2 members 
to establish collective identities. The BSC as visual symbol simplified complex sets of meanings and 
helped members to establish collective identities. The identity products were then operationalised in 
the BSC, by translating intangible aspects of organisational life into tangible measures and figures. 
A key lesson learnt from the SSP1 is that the clear definition and direction of identity management is 
a fundamental step to designing an effective PMS to influence collective identities. In SSP1, 
managers struggled to represent themselves through the use of the BSC due to the diffusion identity 
strategies and consequently the visual effects of the BSC were underutilised. In addition, 
“customisation” and “dressing up” of the BSC at multiple levels and through a variety of 
communication methods have been emphasised to avoid a “stale” image, and to strengthen the 
unique distinctiveness of collective identities, whilst ensuring their “comparability”.  
In SSP2, the communicative role of the BSC has been demonstrated as examples of this.  
SSP2 visualised internal symbols encompassing their vision in the BSC which heightened SSP2’s 
distinctiveness and visibility. It fostered members to identify with SSP2 and gained the ownership of 
the data, contents and layout of the BSC from its stakeholders. Therefore, the effective use of the 
BSC contributed to assimilating meanings of identities, proving a symbolic mechanism to guide 
members to essentialise collective identities in this case.  
In practice, this paper encourages the collaboration of communication specialists and management 
accountants in organisational practices to achieve common goals. Articulating and communicating 
clear identity direction is essential to design effective PMS and to reinforce that direction. This paper 
argued that the PMS becomes a subtle mechanism for identity management. The reflection of 
desired identity in the design of PMS allows members to understand and further influence the 
meanings of collectives, and the levels and strengths of identifications. In turn, PMS and formalised 
conversations through periodic reporting become identity products that become visual guidance to 
emerging identity construction. Therefore, the streamlined use of dual strategies of performance 
and communication are essential to maximise the multi-directional controlling effects of the BSC.  
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